James 2:20



- is the adversative use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “But, However.”  Then we have the second person singular present active indicative from the verb THELW, which means “to have a desire for something: wish to have, desire, want; to be willing.”

The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on, and could even be regarded as a customary present for what is reasonably expected to occur.


The active voice indicates that the unbelieving Jewish critic of James produces the action, as well as the believer who has no metabolized doctrine in his soul.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which assumes there is a factual answer to this question.

This is followed by the aorist active infinitive from the verb GINWSKW, which means “to grasp the significance or meaning of something: understand, comprehend.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which gathers into a single whole the fact that this person must learn, understand, and comprehend the significance of something.

The active voice indicates that James’ critic produces the action of needing to grasp the significance and meaning of certain principles or doctrines.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive, which is used to complete the meaning of certain other verbs in Greek that require an infinitive to complete their meaning.
“But are you willing to grasp the significance,”
- is the “interjection W, which is a marker of personal address, translated: O, O …! (often before the vocative in accord with the Koine and Semitic usage, but never used when calling upon God, mostly expressing emotion at the beginning of a clause Mt 15:28; or within a statement Lk 24:25; Rom 2:1, 3; 9:20; Gal 3:1; 1 Tim 6:20; Jam 2:20.”
  With this we have the vocative masculine singular noun ANTHRWPOS, meaning “man.”   With this we have the vocative masculine singular adjective KENOS, meaning “devoid of intellectual, moral, or spiritual value, empty, without content, without any basis, without truth, without power.”

“O empty man,”
- is the conjunction HOTI, which means “that” and is used to indicate the content of what it is that this empty man must grasp the significance of.  Then we have the nominative subject from the feminine singular article and noun PISTIS, meaning “faith in the sense of what is believed” or “doctrine.”  This is followed by the preposition CHWRIS plus the ablative of separation from neuter plural article and noun ERGON, which means “apart from actions.”  Then we have the predicative nominative from the feminine singular adjective ARGOS, which means “unproductive, useless, worthless Jam 2:20; 2 Pet 1:8; Mt 12:36.”
  Finally, we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb EIMI, meaning “is.”


The present tense is a gnomic or static present for a state or condition that is always true at all times under all conditions.


The active voice indicates that doctrine apart from actions with regard to that doctrine produces the action of being useless, worthless, and unproductive.

The indicative mood is declarative for a dogmatic statement of doctrine.

“that doctrine apart from actions is unproductive?”

James 2:20 corrected translation
“But are you willing to grasp the significance, O empty man, that doctrine apart from actions is unproductive?”
Explanation:
1.  “But are you willing to grasp the significance,”

a.  In contrast to believing the SHAMA, James now asks his antagonist, the legalistic critic, if he really wants to understand the true principle of doctrine related to the SHAMA.  The whole purpose of the SHAMA is for the believer to recognize the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the God of Israel.  The unbeliever Jew says the SHAMA but does not recognize or grasp the significance of Jesus Christ as his or her savior.


b.  The legalistic Jewish believer says the SHAMA but does not recognize or grasp the significance of the application of doctrine through the use of the spiritual problem-solving devices as having just as much importance as knowing what the word of God says.


e.  The Jew was willing to listen to the word of God as a hearer of the Word only, but he was not willing to grasp the significance of the application of what He learned to taking the actions in life required by God.


(1)  The unbeliever listened constantly to the teaching of the Torah and the Old Testament Scriptures, but refused to take the action to believe in Christ.



(2)  The reversionistic believer listened to the teaching of New Testament doctrine, but refused to take the necessary actions of using the spiritual problem-solving devices to live the spiritual life given to him at salvation.


f.  The unbeliever is not willing to grasp the significance of the gospel and the person and work of Jesus Christ, just as Paul wrote in Rom 1:18-22, “Therefore the anger [judgment] of God is being revealed from heaven on all rejection of God and wrongdoing [unrighteousness, wickedness, and injustice] of men, who suppress the truth by means of wrongdoing [unrighteousness, wickedness, and injustice].  Because what is capable of being known about God is evident [plainly visible] among them; for God has revealed [it] to them.  For His invisible attributes from the creation of the universe are perceived clearly, being understood by the things He has created, both His eternal power and divine nature, so that they are without excuse.  Because although they knew God [Jesus Christ], they did not honor Him as God, nor did they feel obligated to thank Him.  Instead they became worthless in their thoughts and their ignorant heart [the right lobe of the soul] received darkness.  Although claiming to be wise, they became fools.” And Rom 1:28-32, “Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to have God in full knowledge, God delivered them over to a degenerate pattern of thinking to do what is not proper, being filled with all wrongdoing, wickedness, greed, depravity, full of envy, murder, strife [enjoy causing trouble], deceit, malice, gossipers, slanderers, haters of God, insolent [rude and disrespectful], arrogant, braggarts, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, without understanding, not keeping their promises, without natural affection, unmerciful; who certainly, although knowing exactly the requirement of God that those who practice such things are worthy of death, not only continue to do these very things, but also approve of those who continue practicing [these things].”
2.  “O empty man,”

a.  The particle ‘O’ here is emphatic (or emotional) address.  It is used in contexts where deep emotion is to be found.
  

b.  That this title is used of the unbeliever and believer can be seen in Paul’s parallel teaching on this same subject in Rom 2:1-13, “Therefore you are without excuse, O man, every one of you when you judge [criticize, find fault with]; for in that which you judge your neighbor, you condemn yourself; for you who make it a practice of judging are practicing the same things.  But we have come to know that the judicial verdict from God is according to the truth against those who practice similar things.  Moreover do you presume this, O mankind, when you pass judgment upon those who practice such things and yet you keep on doing the same things that you will escape the judicial verdict from God?  Or do you treat with contempt the riches of His kindness and clemency and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness leads you to a change of mind?  But because of your hardness and unrepentant right lobe [of the soul], you keep on storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath, even of the revelation of the righteous judgment from God, who [the Lord Jesus Christ] will render recompense to each person according to his works.  To those on the one hand who on the basis of the expectation of a good work are seeking eternal life, [there is] glory, honor, and immortality.  But to those on the other hand who from selfish ambition indeed refuse to believe the truth but keep on obeying unrighteousness – Anger and Wrath!  There is pressure and distress against every soul of man who keeps on producing this evil, especially with reference to the Jew but also to the Gentile.  There is glory and honor and prosperity to everyone who accomplishes the good, not only especially to the Jew but also to the Gentile.  For there is no partiality with God.  Therefore as many as have sinned without the Law, without the Law they will also perish, and so as many as have sinned in association with the Law will be judged through the Law.  For the hearers of the Law are not righteous men in the sight of God, but the doer of the principle will be justified.”  This can also be seen in Paul’s use of this vocative in Rom 9:20, “On the contrary, O mankind, you, who are you, who answers back to the God?  Can what is molded say to its molder, ‘Why have you made me like this?’ No of course not.”

c.  The empty man refers to two kinds of people in the human race.


(1)  The unbeliever, who is completely empty of any relationship with God.



(2)  The degenerate or reversionistic believer, who is completely empty of any doctrinal content. 

3.  “that doctrine apart from actions is unproductive?”

a.  James again emphasizes the principle he is making in this section of his letter—Bible doctrine in the soul of the believer is useless, worthless, unproductive unless he applies it to the execution of his spiritual life.  This principle was introduced in verse 14, “What is the advantage, my brothers, if anyone claims to have faith [fidelity to Christian teaching], but keeps on not having actions, [accomplishments, production]?”  The principle was reiterated in verse 17, “So also what is believed, if it does not take actions, is dead by itself.”

b.  There is no production of divine good by GNWSIS knowledge of Bible doctrine.  That is only academic understanding of the word of God.  For Bible doctrine to be productive, useful, and worthwhile in the spiritual life, it must be believed, made a part of one’s norms and standards, and then acted upon.  For example, what good is it to say that we believe in the doctrine of giving or prayer for others or the graciousness of unconditional love for all, if we never give to help those in need, pray for others, or love our neighbor as we love ourselves?  We might as well not believe, because our so-called “belief” has changed nothing in our value system and nothing in our execution of the spiritual life.


c.  We cannot learn doctrine and do nothing.  We must act upon that doctrine by believing it and applying it in life.  Belief demands action and that action means making what we have believed a change in our value system.  A change in values is one of the greatest deeds, actions, production we will ever perform; for it will result in a permanent change in our behavior.


d.  For example, let’s say for the sake of argument that we believe that petty theft such as shoplifting is not really a sin.  Then we learn that the word of God teaches that we are to respect the property of others.  We believe that doctrine and make it a permanent part of our value system.  Now that our values have changed we stop doing something—we no longer shoplift.  We changed our behavior pattern, but we didn’t do anything overt in our actions!  We took non-action (we stopped stealing), yet the doctrine in our soul became very productive, very useful, and most worthwhile.  The change in action was the change from stealing to not stealing—a non-action.

e.  In some cases Bible doctrine we believe will produce worthwhile and useful actions.  In other cases it will produce worthwhile and useful non-actions.  But the real change will be the change in the virtues and values of our soul, which is the most productive production we will ever have in the spiritual life.


f.  Apart from taking this action in our soul, the rest of our overt actions and non-actions in life are meaningless.


g.  Therefore, James’ argument to the empty-of-doctrine man is this: what we believe is meaningless unless it is believing the word of God, so that our virtue and values of the soul change, resulting in the actions of executing the will of God.  Doctrine we do not believe and act upon is useless, and human good actions are worthless as a cheap substitute.
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